education (Office of Special Education and Rehabilitation
, and within these categories are several different identifiable conditions. For example, in addition to "typical" learning disabilities, Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder is often subsumed under the Specific Learning Disabilities category; autism is now widely conceptualized as a spectrum consisting of four disorders; mental retardation varies on the range of severity; emotional and behavioral disorders consist(s) of externalizing and internalizing disorders; visual and hearing impairments range in severity from mildly impaired to totally blind or profoundly deaf; physical impairment can be exhibited as hypotonia or hypertonia; and other health impaired may incorporate health conditions as distinct and diverse as asthma, epilepsy and diabetes. Adding to this variability is the greater ethnic and linguistic diversity that, unfortunately, occurs in special education because of over-representation of some minority groups (Donovan & Cross, 2002) .
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A second dimension of complexity is the educational context. Special education extends beyond the traditional conceptualization of "schooling" for typical students. Certainly many students with disabilities attend general education classes.
However, the continuum of special education contexts is broader than regular education. At one end of the chronological continuum, infants, toddlers, and many preschoolers receive services in their home or in an inclusive child care setting outside of the public school settings (e.g., Head Start Centers). For school-age students with disabilities, placement sometimes occurs in special education classes or a combination of special education and regular education classes. For adolescents and young adults with disabilities, special education may take place in community living or vocational settings in preparation for the transition out of high school and into the workplace.
Complexity in special education has several implications for research.
Researchers cannot just address a simple question about whether a practice in special education is effective; they must specify clearly for whom the practice is effective and in what context (Guralnick, 1999) . The heterogeneity of participant characteristics poses a significant challenge to research designs based on establishing equivalent groups, even when randomization and stratification is possible. Certain disabilities have a low prevalence, so methodologies that require a relatively large number of participants to build the power of the analysis may be very difficult or not feasible. In addition, since IDEA ensures the right to a free appropriate public education, some research and policy questions (e.g., Are IEPs effective in promoting student progress?)
may not be addressable through research methodologies that require random
Research in Special Education 8 assignment to a "nontreatment" group or condition. Last, in special education, students with disabilities are often "clustered" in classrooms, and in experimental group design the classroom rather than the student becomes the unit upon which researchers base random assignment, data analysis, and power estimates (see
Gersten et al. this volume).

History of Special Education Research
Special education research has a long history in which different methodologies have been employed. Beginning with Itard's (1962) foundational work with Victor, the Wild Boy of Avyeron, in the early 19 th century, there has been a tradition of discovery, development, experimentation, and verification. Initially, the research methods employed in the field that was to become special education research were derived from medicine. Many of the early pioneers in services for individuals with disabilities (Itard, Seguin, Montessori, Fernald, Goldstein) were physicians. Similarly, early services for individuals with disabilities occurred in residential facilities and training schools, which were based on the medical tradition of care.
As psychology, sociology, and anthropology became academic disciplines, they provided methodological tools for research in special education. 
More than One Research Methodology is Important in Special Education Research.
A current initiative of the U. S. Department of Education is to improve the quality of research in Education (
